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[The following article by Paraguayan journalist Alfredo Martinez is reprinted with the permission of
Noticias Aliadas in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the April 3, 1997 edition of the weekly publication
Latinamerica Press.]
Paraguayan President Juan Carlos Wasmosy is quickly becoming a lame duck with more than a year
to go before scheduled presidential elections. Chosen in 1993 as the country's first democratically
elected president after more than four decades of military rule, Wasmosy is being overshadowed
by the fight over who will usher Paraguay into the next century. Paraguay's 4.3 million people have
basically two options in the May 1998 elections, choosing between Wasmosy's ruling Asociacion
Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado) or a coalition of opposition parties.
In the most recent municipal elections, held Nov. 17, 1996, the ruling party won a majority of local
elections, demonstrating that after almost 50 years in power it was still the country's strongest
party. Nevertheless, the Colorados lost the mayoralty of Asuncion, for the second straight time.
Martin Burt, representing a coalition of the Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA) and the Partido
Encuentro Nacional (PEN), defeated the Colorado candidate. Burt would not have won, however, if
he had not run on the coalition ticket (see NotiSur, 12/06/96). The two parties are still working out
their differences to run a single candidate in the presidential elections.
If all goes as planned, Sen. Domingo Laino, the current PLRA president, should get the nod to lead
the coalition against the Colorado candidate. The coalition must still overcome important obstacles,
however. As a condition for supporting Laino, the PEN is demanding a joint plan for government
and a single list of congressional candidates. This has not been accepted with open arms by the
PLRA. Divisive fight among Colorados for nomination The Colorados, although involved in a brutal
fight to choose an official candidate, are pulling out all the stops to remain in power. While there
are seven candidates campaigning for the party's nomination, only three Luis Maria Argana, Carlos
Facetti, and retired Gen. Lino Cesar Oviedo are given a chance of winning.
Argana, current president of the party and former Supreme Court chief justice during the
dictatorship of Gen. Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989), is basing his campaign on the return of a strong
central government, revision of regional economic treaties, and fighting the rampant corruption
he says was unleashed by the Wasmosy administration. A declared enemy of Wasmosy, Argana
opposes the government's economic strategy. He says he will not privatize state-owned companies
and will review Paraguay's participation in the Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR)
which also includes Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay because the conditions are not beneficial to
Paraguay (see NotiSur, 04/11/97).
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Facetti is the only candidate in the race who represents a continuation of Wasmosy's policies. He has
a background in business and promises to modernize the state. His plans include privatizing staterun entities, reducing public-sector employment, and restructuring the government. His Colorado
opponents accuse him of wanting to take over the party structure only as a way of furthering the
fortunes of his business partners. Dissident general is currently front runner The favorite candidate
at the moment is Oviedo, the former commander of the armed forces who shocked Paraguayans last
year with a veiled coup attempt against Wasmosy (see NotiSur, 05/03/96, 08/09/96, 02/07/97).
In recent public opinion polls, Oviedo received 21.4% support, with Argana trailing close behind
with 18.9%. The former general, however, provokes an equally high rejection rate. An astute
politician, Oviedo took advantage of the strong Catholicism of Paraguayans during Lent to formally
announce his campaign in Caacupe, the religious capital of the country, southeast of Asuncion.
Under a banner of "God, Country and Family," Oviedo appeared at a rally in Caacupe wearing
clothes traditional to the area including an Ao Po'i, or woven poncho, and a straw hat and riding a
horse. He was accompanied by a statue of Our Lady of Caacupe and supporters singing traditional
Colorado songs.
Oviedo has adopted a populist line for his campaign, focusing on the needs and concerns of
Paraguayans. He is promising to fight corruption, find a way to equitably distribute the country's
wealth, deal with crime with a heavy hand by imposing the death penalty, and return to the
traditions of past generations. "When I arrive in Lopez Palace [the government palace], there will no
longer be campesinos without land or families without homes," said Oviedo. "We will once again be
able to sleep outdoors under the stars and walk the streets without worrying that we will be robbed
or our women raped." He has promised campesinos that they will be the ones who choose his vice
president and his list of candidates for the Senate and House of Representatives.
Other Colorado candidates are not too troubled by Oviedo's apparent popularity. Both the Argana
and Facetti campaigns believe that Oviedo has no chance of winning the Colorado nomination.
They say he has early support because he was the only candidate who has officially declared his
candidacy. In addition, they say Oviedo lacks mid-level support within the party hierarchy. These
local politicians run their party delegations in quasi-military fashion, telling their followers whom to
support.
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